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NOTES: 
The Canberra Incident 


A PAKISTAN Sabre jet fighter shot down an intruding Indian Air 

Force Canberra jet bomber near Rawalpindi on 10th April, 1959, for 
violation of Pakistan air space. Before shooting it down the Sabre jet 
issued repeated warnings to foreign plane to land at Gujrat, where it 
was spotted. It was on the refusal to obey these orders and after being 
duly warned that the Canberra was shot at. The Indian pilot ignored the 
orders and warnings of the Pakistani Sabre jet due to his confidence in 
his superior speed and manoeuvrability. Another Canberra bomber, 
which had intruded into Pakistan territory, near Multan turned back 
and flew for safety before contact could be established with it. The 
mission of the Indian bombers appeared to be to take aerial photographs 
of strategic installations between Lahore and Rawalpindi.! 


The following day the Indian Defence Minister, Mr. V. K. Krishna 
Menon, told the Lok Sabha that the Indian Canberra was engaged 
in taking aerial photographs in Indian territory in the states of Himachal 
Pradesh and Jammu and Kashmir. Explaining the Canberra’s presence 
in Pakistan air space he referred to the height used by the Canberra and 
said that it was easy at that height for the plane to make a navigational 
error. He assured that “the straying of our plane from our air space was 
not and could not be part of any hostile design or policy”.2, Mr. Menon 
doubted if the Pakistani aircraft issued any warning to the Indian plane. 
He described Pakistan’s -action as unwarranted and contrary to 
international law and custom and said that the Indian Government was 
seriously considering arming of their planes in future. To Mr. Nehru 
the incident was “serious and most distressing’’. 


The Indian newspaper ‘‘Statesman’’ writing editorially commented 
that “‘a small error of navigation on one side and exaggerated motives 
of security on the other’ resulted in the incident, which it thought was 
the first of its kind amongst the Commonwealth nations. The Press 


1, Dawn, Karachi, 12 April, 1959. . 
2 & 3. Dawn, Karachi, 12 April, 1959. 
4. The Statesman, New Delhi, 12 April, 1959. 
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Trust of India reported from Karachi that the Indian High Commissioner 
had met Lieut.-Gen. K.M. Sheikh, acting Foreign Minister “to protest 
against the shooting down of the Indian plane’’.! 


Characterising Mr. Menon’s statement as “inaccurate and misleading” 
the Pakistan Foreign Office published in a Press note the written 
statement of the pilot of the Indian bomber, Squadron Leader Sen 
Gupta, which revealed the hostile nature of his mission, i.e. to photo- 
graph certain military targets in Pakistan. The Press note expressed 
Pakistan Government’s concern over repeated violations of Pakistan air 
space by Indian aircraft on reconnaissance and photographic missions, 
which was not “in keeping with good neighbourly conduct and peaceful pro- 
fessions’.* The Government of Pakistan also took note of Mr. Menon’s 
statement regarding the arming of their planes and warned them of “‘serious 
consequences”. It was disclosed that the Government of Pakistan through 
its High Commissioner in Delhi had lodged a protest with the Govern- 
ment of India against the violation of Pakistan air space by the Indian 
aircraft on 10th April.? 


According to Pakistan Foreign Office, “‘reports were received of no 
less than 35 violations during the period October, 1958 to January, 1959”. 
The Press note corrected Mr. Menon’s reference to an alleged crossing 
into the Indian-held territory by a Pakistani Air Force aircraft during 
the hostilities in Jummu and Kashmir. Mr. Menon had stated that the 
Pakistani aircraft when intercepted was only warned and allowed to 
proceed to its base. The Press not said: “The true facts are that in 
1948, a Pakistan Air Force Dakota, when flying back from Gilgit, was 
attacked by two Indian Air Force Tempests which resulted in one person 
on board being killed and another wounded. The Dakota was engaged 
on a peaceful mission and was not flying on Indian-held territory. It 
was only the skill of the pilot of this transport plane which prevented 
its being shot down’’.4 


On 14th April, addressing a public meeting, in Madras, Mr. Nehru 
called the Canberra incident unprecedented. According to him ‘not 
only between India and Pakistan but in the wide world with one exception 
(which he did not specify), no instance of an aircraft of a friendly country 


The Statesman, New Delhi, 12 April, 1959. 
Press Note E. No. 1770, 11 April, 1959. 
Press Note E. No. 1771, 11 April, 1959. 
Press Note E. No. 1830. 
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being shot down had taken place.”! He told the gathering that the Govern- 
ment of India kept their temper, believing it was the only policy keeping 
in view India’s own interest and security. He refused to go into the 
merits of the incident at that stage and observed that even if the Indian 
pilot and navigator had acted foolishly, the “unarmed aircraft of a friendly 
country” should not have been shot down. However, unlike Mr. Menon, 
the Indian Prime Minister did not categorically deny that the Canberra 
was purposefully flying over Pakistan. He said: “May be our aircraft 
went over Pakistan by mistake or otherwise’. This was significant 
enough, for it amounted to an admission of the possibility of a deliberate 
violation. 


In its issue of April 20, the Weekly Organiser of Delhi commenting 
on the incident, took note of the fact that the height at which the Indian 
plane was flying” was suspiciously too great for recreational or relaxation 
purposes”.” The paper added ‘Had the airmen obeyed instructions 
and come down, the loss of a costly Canberra might have been avoided’. 
However the incident remained ‘‘an act of bitter unfriendliness of Pakistan 
towards Bharat,’? according to the Indian Home Minister, Pandit Pant. 


Speaking in the Lok Sabha on 21st April, Mr. Menon reiterated 
his previous statement that the airmen had strayed because of navigational 
error, that no warning of any kind was at all given and that the shooting 
of the plane was calculated and wanton. He also accused the Pakistan 
authorities of ‘harassing and thereatening’ the Canberra pilot,+ thus 
violating the Geneva Convention. He informed the House that there 
were no confessing statements signed by the airmen. He charged Pakistan 
of numerous air violations and added : “yesterday, the 20th Pakistan 
aircraft penetrated some 85 miles into our territory in the neighbouring 
district of Hissar not far away from Delhi’. He promised to obtain 
redress for the “premeditated and wanton attack”’ on the Indian Canberra, 
which was in total disregard to the principle of reciprocity in relation 
to India’”’.5 He also said that the arming of Pakistani planes was “contrary 
to the practice of Air Force planes in peace time’’.© Mr Menon added: 

“We will take all action thatis possible but if there should be any departure 


1. Dawn, Karachi, 16 April, 1959. 

2, Dawn, Karachi, 23 April, 1959. 

3. Dawn, Karachi, 20 April, 1959. 

4. For some details of the alleged harassment, see Times of India, New Delhi, 
22 April, 1959. 

5. Dawn, Karachi, 24 April, 1959. 

6, The Times of India, New Delhi, 22 April, 1959. 
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from international behaviour, this House, the Government and the country 
would have to take a different view of altered situations”. This was 
taken by the Pakistan Press, as a covert threat.! 


There were several attempts in the Indian Parliament for an adjourn- 
ment motion over the “‘continuing violation of Indian air space by Pakistani 
fighters”. Describing Mr. Menon’s information that Pakistan air- 
craft had penetrated into India not far away from Delhi, as “shocking 
revelation”, Mr. Naushir Bharucha, an independent member of Indian 
Parliament, posed many searching questions about the functioning of 
the Indian radar system. He asked whether the intruding plane was inter- 
cepted, was asked to land, and what type the Pakistani plane was-—fighter, 
bomber or reconnaissance. In answer to these and to a Communist 
member’s query whether the foreign plane had strayed or was on some kind 
of espionage mission, Mr. Menon asked the House not to press him on the 
technicalities of the matter and expressed his surprise over the challenging 
of the functioning of the Indian radar system.? 


On 23rd April, Pakistan Government issued another Press note,‘ 
deploring that in spite of their statement of 11th April, 1959, giving the 
correct facts relative to the Canberra incident, the Indian Government 
had continued making comments and statements designed to mislead 
public opinion in India and abroad. Mr. Menon’s Lok Sabha speech 
was such an attempt. The Indian airmen’s confessing statements had 
been persistently denied by Mr. Menon and disputed by the Indian press 
on the ground that the airmen were shocked beyond measure because 
of their parachute descent and could not have made the statements attribut- 
ed to them. The Pakistan Government released to the Press the photostat 
copies of the statements in question. The Pakistan note emphasized 
the fact that the incident took place on the Eid festival day when Indians 
expected that the Pakistani defence personnel, like the rest of the nation, 
would be celebrating Eid and it would consequently make their espionage 
mission less risky and more promising on that day. 


The Government of Pakistan emphatically denied use of any coercive 
methods for obtaining the statements of the airmen. That they were 
physically and mentally fit enough to make the statements was clear 
from the fact that they made corrections in them. Nor did the Indian 
Air Force doctor, whom the Indian Government sent to Pakistan to fetch 
the two airmen, ever assert that the airmen were in imperfect mental or 


1, Dawn, Karachi, 23 April, 1959. 
2, The Times of India, New Delhi, 23 April, 1959. 
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physical condition. The Pakistan Government said “The statements 
were made voluntarily, after the medical and surgical specialists had 
certified that the officers were in a fit condition to do so’. At no time 
were the Indian pilot and navigator incapacitated to give coherent state- 
ments. Even shortly after they landed they had enough presence of 
mind to invoke the names of Allah and Rasul, pretending they were 
Pakistanis. On arrival at the hospital, Squardon Leader Sen Gupta was 
able to give a complete history of his past ailments and the injuries suffered 
by him during the ejection from his Canberra and on landing by parachute. 


As for Mr. Menon’s reference to the Geneva Convention, it was 
stated that the Indian airmen were not treated as prisoners of war but 
as officers of a friendly country. Had it been otherwise they would 
not have been returned to India so quickly. Mr. Menon’s charges 
of violations by Pakistani planes on 9th, 14th and 20th April were refuted. 


Regarding Mr. Menon’s claim that the Indian planes were unarmed, 
the Pakistan Government note declared that cameras were the most lethal 
weapons that hostile aircraft could carry in conditions short of a shooting 
war, and that ‘‘a photo reconnaissance mission is an aggressive and armed 
mission by any standards”. The incident would have been avoided 
had the airmen given up their “‘hostile and defiant’ attitude, followed 
the P.A.F. Sabre jet to an airfield for landing and not miscalculated the 
margin of their plane’s superiority over the Pakistani jet. 


The Press note gave instance of India’s continued violation of Pakistan 
air space and pointed out that such instances “‘have been piling up recently”. 
It added that the Indian Air Force jets have been violating the air space 
in the West Pakistan border and Azad Kashmir territory. Taking note 
of the pattern of these flights and the routes taken by the Indian Air Force 
aircraft, the Press Note declared that these flights “were not merely 
instances where the aircraft may have inadvertently strayed off course’. 
The note said “Indian jets, appeared to have been deliberately sent over 
Pakistan to assess our defence arrangements’. The Press note reported 
several protests lodged in this connection with the Indian Government, 
with no avail, and declared that “‘the responsibility for any situation arising 
out of future violations will, therefore, rest squarely on the Indian Govern- 
ment’. In the interest of friendly relations between the two countries | 
the Government of Pakistan hoped that the Government of India would 
“desist from sending photographic reconnaissance missions over Pakistan 
territory and that Mr. Menon will cease making misleading statements 
on the Canberra incident’, 
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However, the Indians seemed to be more concerned about the fate 
of their men and machines thus “straying” into Pakistan and would not 
think of devices to check their “straying’’. Accordingto Dr. Hridaya- 
nath Kunzru, an independent member of the Rajya Sabha, the Canberra 
incident raised the issues of the security of airmen and of the possibility 
of espionage concerning flights of Indian aircraft. Speaking in the Rajya 
Sabha on 23rd April, he damanded steps to be taken to plug the sources 
through which leakage of information about the Air Force or the Navy 
might be occurring.! 


Regarding the statements of the Indian airmen, of which photostat 
copies were circulated by the Pakistan Government, the Indian press 
expressed doubts and questioned their authenticity.* As part of India’s 
efforts to disturb the relations of the West with Pakistan, the Canberra 
incident formed the basis of strong verbal complaints that the Indian 
Government lodged with the U.S. Government against Pakistan’s use of 
the American military aid in its alleged hostile activities against India.? 


Foreign Minister, Mr. Manzur Qadir, told newsmen on April 23rd that 
a reference to the United Nations regarding the Canberra incident would 
be justified.4 


On 27th April, 1959, the Indian Defence Minsitry circulated photo 
copies of the signatures of the airmen of the Canberra and of portions 
of their statements as they had appeared in the Pakistan press. Atten- 
tion was drawn towards certain discrepancies and it was claimed that 
the airmen had denied making any statements to the Pakistani authorities.4 


Speaking in the Rajya Sabha on 29th April about India’s concern 
over American supply of military equipment to Pakistan, Mr. Nehru said 
that India’s resentment over this situation had “progressively grown’’. 
He informed the Sabha that the Amercian authorities had stated that they 
were sorry for the Canberra incident.® 


The Dawn of Karachi, writing under the caption “Whose Forgery?’ 
commented that it was better for the Indian Government to allow the 


The Statesman, New Delhi, 24 April, 1959. 
The Statesman, New Delhi, 27 April, 1959. 
The Times of India, 24 April, 1959. 
The Pakistan Times, Lahore, 24 April,1959. 
The Times of India, 28 April, 1959. 
The Times of India, 30 April, 1959, 
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matter to “die down” as suggested by some Indian newspapers, than to 
involve itself in concoctions and forgeries to “bring the charge of forgery 
against Pakistan’. The paper suggested that the Pakistan Government 
“should take no future notice of New Delhi’s crude tactics’’.! 


India lodged its first formal protest over the shooting down of the 
Canberra on 30th April, demanded that Pakistan make reparation for 
the loss of the bomber and asked for compensation to the injured airmen.” 
The Indian protest described the action by the Pakistani jet as wanton 
and unwarranted but did not mention the confessing statements of the 
Indian airmen or their signatures. 


The Indian leaders exploited the incident to dampen Pakistan’s 
enthusiasm for better relations with India, for joint defence of the sub- 
continent and for settling the major Indo-Pakistan disputes. When 
the attention of an Indian diplomat was drawn to Pakistan’s move in 
this direction, he pointed to the Canberra incident and said that ‘the best 
means of achieving collaboration in the defence of the area is not by 
shooting down unarmed Canberras’.* 


On 14th May, the incident was mentioned by Mr. Nehru in his 
monthly press conference, as a sign of the existence of unfavourable 
atmosphere for a meeting between him and President Ayub, as suggested 
by Mr. Chester Bowles to iron out the differences between Pakistan and 
India in the wake of events in China.° 


Thanks to the Indian propaganda machinery, the incident was echoed 
in the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee on 6th May 1959, when 
Senator Fulbright, criticizing U.S. military aid to Pakistan observed, that 
the ‘only way they have used these arms is to shoot down an Indian 
plane”.® The U.S. Defence Secretary Mr. McElroy answered “‘There was 


no question about it. The Indian plane was apparently substantially 
within Pakistan territory.’ 


On 16th May a Pakistani Foreign Office spokesman informed the 
press of Pakistan Government’s rejection of the Indian protest relating 
to the Canberra incident. The claim for compensation was also repudiated. ° 


Dawn, Karachi, 1 May, 1959. 

The Times of India, 1 May, 1959. 

Dawn, Karachi, 1 May, 1959. 

The Times of India, 4 May, 1959. 

The Pakistan Times, Lahore, 15 May, 1959. 
The Times of India, 8 May, 1959. 

Dawn, Katachi, 7 May, 1959. 

Dawn, Karachi, 16 May, 1959. 
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Nevertheless, the shooting down of the Indian Canberra by a Pakistani 
sabre jet put an end to Indian violations of Pakistani air space. It 
demonstrated on the one hand Pakistani airmen’s efficient vigilance and, 
on the other hand, the determination of Pakistan Government to defend 
its territory and seek peace through strength. 


II 
Behind The Tibet Uprising 


| Cea may be put forward both for and against the Tibetan 

autonomy and independence because China has had, for centuries, 
an ambiguous and somewhat uneasy relationship with this inaccessible 
region. The Chinese Central Government never exercised total or effective 
control over Tibet, as it did over other areas. But during certain periods 
the Chinese were the overlords of Tibet. However, the Chinese Govern- 
ment’s agents stationed in the forbidden city were often massacred,as 
in 1750, and their armies were often pushed back, as in 1911 and 1917. 
Also the Tibetan ““God-king” was received in Peking as an independent 
sovereign, as was the fifth Dalai Lama, Lob-Sang Gya-tso. This is nothing 
exclusive in the Chinese-Tibetan relationship. Similar patterns could also 
be found in the history of other empires, and even in China’s relationship 
with her own non-Chinese ‘provinces’ like Turkistan (Sinkiang) and with 
those inhabited by other Mongol and Tibetan people living across the 
Chinese Wall.! 


However ironical it may be, the fact remains that modern nationhood 
takes a leaf from imperialism in determining its attitude towards ‘national’ 
boundaries. The principles of geopolitics do not cease operating with 
the change of the ideology of the ruling class. The modern Chinese think 
of their history in terms of ‘up to the opium war’ and ‘after the opium war’ 
and want to expunge acentury of humiliation and weakness inflicted upon 


J, At present there are about fifty minority nationalities officially recognized in 
China. Actually they are far less. The Chinese Government has split the national 
minorities into many smaller racial units. For example there are twenty-two minority 
groups in the north-west which should have been only three, the Muslims, the Mongols 
and the Tibetans. K.M. Pannikar : In Two Chinas: Memoirs of A Diplomat, George 
Allen and Unwin Ltd., London: 1955, p. 164. Minorities have ‘‘all the rights they 
want short of the right of succession.’’ Basil Davidson: Turkistan Alive : New Travels 
in Chinese Central Asia: Jonathan Cape, London, 1957, p. 228. Also see Article 3 of 
the new Chinese Constitution. 
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